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return homewards across the empty desert seemed somewhat
to have abated the nervous strain of the previous afternoon.
In fact everyone seemed remarkably cheerful. In a fortnight,
with luck, we might be back in the civilised world where the
horror and danger of our present situation would be forgot-
ten. And above all there was good silver in every saddle-bag
with hopes of more in due course in every breast. A good
meal of rice and butter and dates after sunset made every one
happy and cheerful. Salim, our guide to be, even spoke of
10 days as the prospective limit of our labours, and I found
it necessary to strike a note of warning lest we should go
forth in too extravagant a mood. By my calculations the
distance before us was some 360 miles as the crow flies, and I
wagered that we could not do it in less than 15 days at the
most favourable rate of marching achieved by us during the
past weeks. It behoved us, therefore, to be careful of our
water and to put away thoughts of any food that would re-
quire water for its cooking. They agreed cordially enough
for they had just disposed of a good dinner and were glad
enough to see me cheerful in spite of their victory in the day's
arguments. In fact there was no ground for despondency on
my part, for we were on the very threshold of a great adven-
ture which for fourteen years I had regarded as the goal of
my ambition.
That night our sentries were posted only on the nearer hills,
and the unknown terrors of the south were forgotten with our
decision to avoid them. To-morrow, why ? to-morrow we
should be homeward bound over an utterly empty and water-
less waste. We should there at least be safe from enemies, so
we slept comfortably in anticipation of that security and,
when we assembled for the morning prayer in the chill dark-
ness of the pre-dawn with the thermometer registering only
40° Fahr., our scouts came in from their watching—most of
them, poor wretches, just tittering with cold. We warmed
them up with coffee, and the camels were brought to the well
for a final watering before the great ordeal awaiting them,
while our cooks prepared our own last meal of rice. Unfor-
tunately we made a better show of it than the animals, which,
having imbibed gallons of water only two days earlier on our

